Over the past few years it seemed that whenever I visited the library of the Royal Society of Medicine, particularly when I was pursuing my own historical work in the basement, I would meet Raymond Hurt. As I turned a corner amongst the immensely tall, dusty stacks that one can roll to and fro in that rather eerie way, there he would be, evidently completely absorbed, taking several seconds to refocus his attention, as if struggling to bring his consciousness back from some remote place it had been inhabiting. The question 'What are you doing here?' seemed to be in his eyes not just because I was in the wrong place for a surgical colleague, but almost as though we were in different times. The explanation for this delving in the basement books is now clear as his work sees the light of day, a fine book, full of surgeons and surgery, a history from 'early times'.
The greatest merit of the book is that its comprehensive and detailed information can be readily retrieved. There is an excellent index by subject, and another listing more than a thousand names. An unusual but valuable feature is a chronology where it is possible to see at a glance how events followed each other and the time-scale of change. In addition to all that are about 70 biographical vignettes. I believe this to be as thorough and accurate as it could be, and an invaluable work of reference. It supersedes and improves upon Meade's A History of Thoracic Surgery (1961), which has been out of print for many years. Naef's very attractive The Story of Thoracic Surgery (1990) is brief and superficial by comparison. Johnson's 1970 publication and Shumaker's from 1992 are confined to cardiac surgery. Raymond Hurt's history is, and will probably remain, the definitive work on thoracic surgery.
Surgeons enjoy relating the historical landmarks of the trade. As the instruments are spread out before us on the Mayo table we recall the names. We have clamps and forceps called after Roberts, O'Shaugnessy, Moynihan, Brock, Semb, Duval, and Crafoord; retractors named Holmes-Sellors, Tuffier, Tudor Edwards, and Price Thomas; we perform operations known as Blalock-Taussig and Ivor Lewis; and we operate on conditions described by Barrett and Gerbode. Their biographies, foibles and achieve-ments are here. Those who like being able to answer questions such as 'Who was Sauerbruch?' will find the information they require, and no doubt in their turn they will put the question to unsuspecting students and juniors, some of whom will catch the same bug.
Surgical review articles and theses are regarded as incomplete without a historical introduction. In truth those are highly selective glimpses at history just a backward glance at the footsteps pointing towards where we are now, usually ignoring the trampled ground around, with footsteps, some firm and some tentative, going in all directions. In an introductory few sentences we can do little more than mention the personalities and the events that led to where we are today. Thoracic surgeons will find the material here, if that is what they require. Alternatively, the book could be the startingpoint for a serious study of history. Hurt has succeeded in making it readable, and it is prolifically illustrated there is hardly a page without a reproduction from an ancient work or a landmark text. Comprehensive, accessible and well structured, it is a pleasure to own. Tom Treasure Regional Cardiothoracic Unit, St George's Hospital, London SW7 OQT, England
